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The process of qualifying as a Chartered Accountant, involving three years of an academic 
programme, three years of a CA training 
programme and two professional 
examinations could reasonably 
result in the expectation that one 
has become a master of managing 
finances. In addition, the view held 
by society that Chartered Accountants 
are “pretty good with numbers… as 
they explain where money has come 
from and gone to” (SAICA, 2016) 
supports this expectation. Chartered 
Accountants are viewed as having a 
“relatively higher social status” (Hung, 
2014) and an associated high earning 
potential. In line with most professional 
qualifications in “accounting, actuarial 
science, engineering, health sciences 
or law” (SBSA, 2016) the high earning 
potential provides easy access to 
credit from the major banks in South 
Africa (SBSA, 2016; Investec, 2016; 
Nedbank, 2016). The Chartered 
Accountant is afforded an expensive 
lifestyle of “aspirational purchases” 
(Philip, 2013) through Private Banking 
or Professional Banking solutions and is 
promised banking that will “keep pace 
with their career, support their lifestyle 
and help with their financial wellbeing” 
(Investec, 2016).
Entering the market as a “high-
flyer eager for status and success” 
(SAICA, 2016) it could happen that 
a young Chartered Accountant is 
not prepared for the reality that 
could unfold a few months later. 
The “inadequate comprehension of 
personal finance, such as budgeting 
and tracking expenses, had led to 
increased conspicuous consumption 
behaviours of lavish spending on 
goods and services” (Sabri, 2011). 
The discipline needed in relation to 
money management could seem to 
become impossible as the demands 
of maintaining an expensive lifestyle 
increase.  
SAICA is responsible for the 
awarding of the qualification and 
designation of Chartered Accountant 
in South Africa. Upon registration with 
SAICA, members can add the CA(SA) 
designation after their name. The 
CA(SA) designation is highly regarded 
locally and internationally and this is 
reflected by its recognition by various 
important bodies. In South Africa, the 
South African Revenue Services (SARS) 
lists SAICA as a Recognised Controlling 
Body allowing its members to register 
with SARS as tax practitioners (SARS, 
2015). The Independent Regulatory 
Board for Auditors (IRBA) also 
recognises SAICA members as eligible 
for registration as Registered Auditors 
upon completion of the appropriate 
auditing training (IRBA, 2015). The 
affiliation of SAICA with international 
accountancy bodies such as the 
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Global Accounting Alliance (GAA), 
the Chartered Accountants Group of 
Eight (CAGE) and the International 
Federation of Accountants (IFAC) 
confirms the global pre-eminence 
of this professional qualification 
(Strauss-Keevy, 2012). The excellent 
reputation of the CA(SA) designation 
was internationally recognised by the 
World Economic Forum (WEF) in its 
Global Competitiveness Index for 
2015-2016. The 2015-2016 report 
again rated South Africa as the number 
one country in the world in terms of the 
strength of its auditing and reporting 
standards, “a position held previously 
for 5 consecutive years” (IRBA, 2014). 
SAICA recognises that the nature 
of accounting knowledge is essentially 
context bound with every aspect of the 
discipline of accounting grounded in the 
real world of current business practice 
(SAICA, 2014). However, one could 
question if the real world grounding of 
accounting is limited only to business 
financial practices without impacting on 
personal financial practices. 
The successful application of 
personal financial practices should 
suggest that an individual is financially 
literate. Schagen & Lines (1996: 91) 
suggests that financially literate people 
have a range of abilities and attributes 
consisting of: “an understanding of 
the key concepts central to money 
management; a working knowledge 
of financial institutions, systems 
and services; a range of skills, both 
general and specific; attitudes which 
would allow effective and responsible 
management of financial affairs”. 
The process of qualifying as a 
Chartered Accountant could be seen 
as rigorous in attaining financial literacy 
in the business context. However, 
does it imply that these individuals 
possess the abilities and attributes for 
being personally financially literate as 
identified by Schagen & Lines? 
Financial literacy and the global 
agenda
The concept of financial literacy is 
not new but dates as far back as August 
1787. In a letter to Thomas Jefferson, 
John Adams, the second president of 
the United State of America recognised 
the need for financial literacy stating 
that “the perplexities, confusion and 
distress that arise in America was not as 
a result of defects in the constitution, 
but as a result of total ignorance of 
the nature of the coin, credit, and 
circulation” (https://financialcorps.
com/history-of-financial-l iteracy-
the-first-200-years/). The words by 
John Adams suggest that the lack 
of knowledge and understanding 
(or illiteracy) of how money works 
results in confusion and distress in an 
economy. 
The sub-prime debt crises that began 
the global financial and economic crisis 
in 2008 (Anglo American, 2015), is a 
typical example of over-indebtedness, 
presumably due to below-average 
financial literacy, that had an impact 
on the economy as well as individuals. 
Additional economic implications 
associated with financial illiteracy 
include:
• the inability to spend financial 
resources efficiently (Mandell, 
2008) resulting in individuals and 
families not being able to save for 
long-term goals such as buying a 
home or seeking higher education 
(Braunstein & Welch, 2002); 
• financial hardships resulting in an 
insecure old age (Lusardi & Mitchell, 
2011); and
• rising household debt and low levels 
of retirement savings (ACCA, 2014). 
As a result, financial education 
issues and financial literacy gained 
international recognition from 
the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), the World Bank Group, 
Department for International 
Development (DFID) and Consultative 
Group to Assist the Poorest (CGAP) as a 
“critical life skill for individuals” (Pinto, 
January 2013). Various international 
interest groups responded by 
commissioning extensive research 
on financial literacy e.g. The Case 
for Financial Literacy in Developing 
Countries (Miller, et al., 2009); The 
Status of Financial Education in Africa 
(Messy & Monticone, 2012) and 
The Global Findex Database 2014: 
Measuring Financial Inclusion around 
the World (Demirguc-Kunt, et al., 
2015). 
The complex and technologically 
advanced financial services 
industry increased the pressure and 
responsibility on the consumer to 
better understand financial products 
and their financial implications (Mason 
& Wilson, 2000). Messy & Monticone 
(2012) recommended that financial 
education could empower consumers 
to better manage their personal and 
household resources, both on a day-
to-day basis and over a long-term 
horizon. Ben Bernanke (2008), the 
Chairman of the US Federal Reserve 
System Board of Governors, in 
support of the importance of financial 
education, stated that the problems 
that resulted from the subprime 
mortgage market were a reminder 
of how critically important it is for 
individuals to become financially 
literate at an early age, so that they 
are better prepared to make decisions 
and navigate an increasingly complex 
financial marketplace (Pinto, January 
2013).
The financial literacy concern 
increased worldwide. Financial 
education initiatives, as a response, 
were considered urgent, necessary and 
a requirement to empower individuals 
into taking action in improving 
their financial well-being. Initiatives 
included, among others, financial 
literacy tools, programmes and public 
policies (Miller, et al., 2009) which if 
This therefore 
indicates that 
the Competency 
Framework, through 
the BAcc degree, 
does develop the 
financial literacy of 
students studying to 
become Chartered 
Accountants. 
However, this 
development is mainly 
from an organisational 
perspective rather 
than from a personal 
perspective.
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effective could result in behaviour that 
could make consumers less vulnerable 
to severe financial crises (Braunstein & 
Welch, 2002). 
Atkinson & Messy (2012) noted 
that before financial literacy education 
could be provided, the needs and gaps 
in financial education provision needed 
to be identified. A study commissioned 
by the OECD International Network 
on Financial Education (INFE) was 
conducted in 14 countries across 4 
continents focusing on levels of financial 
knowledge, the range of financial 
behaviours exhibited and attitudes 
towards long term financial plans of 
population groups (Atkinson & Messy, 
2012). A number of other studies 
grounded in the fields of economics 
and consumer studies (Tisdell, Taylor, 
Sprow Forte & Karinhave, 2013) 
focused on the financial literacy 
levels and education needs of specific 
population groups such as young adults 
(Beal & Delpachitra 2003; Cude, 
Lawrence, Lyons, Metzger, LeJeune 
Marks & Machtmes 2006; Mandell 
2008; Clereq & Venter 2009; Louw, 
Fouché & Oberholzer 2013) or women 
(Eitel & Martin, 2009).
The above financial literacy 
background could suggest that financial 
literacy is not only a theoretical 
concept but could also be viewed 
as an active/operational/functional/
practical process. Mason & Wilson 
(2000) identified financial literacy as 
a meaning-making process which is 
necessary to enable informed decisions 
to be made in order to achieve a 
desired outcome.    
Financial literacy defined
The term financial literacy is 
a concept combining two words, 
“financial” and “literacy”. According 
to the Collins Dictionary and 
Thesaurus (2008), ‘financial’ means 
“of or relating to finance, finances, 
or people who manage money” and 
also relates to the words ‘economic’, 
‘business’, ‘commercial’, ‘monetary’ 
and ‘fiscal’, each having their own 
meaning. Financial could further be 
assumed to refer to information of a 
financial nature. According to the same 
dictionary, ‘literacy’ means the ability 
to read or write and is synonymous with 
‘education’, ‘learning’ and knowledge. 
These terms individually appear basic. 
However, when “combined to form 
the single term, ‘financial literacy’, a 
whole new dimension emerges, which 
encompasses more than the individual 
terms” (Gouws & Shuttleworth, 
2009: 145) and more than a general 
meaning of ‘the ability to read or write 
information relating to finance’.
To be “financially literate” has been 
defined as:
• “The ability to use knowledge and 
skills to manage one's financial 
resources effectively for lifetime 
financial security” (Jump$tart 
Coalition, 1997 - 2016). 
• “An individual’s ability to obtain, 
understand and evaluate the 
relevant information necessary to 
make decisions with an awareness 
of the likely financial consequences” 
(Mason & Wilson, 2000: 31).
• “The ability to read, analyse, 
manage, and communicate about 
the personal financial conditions 
that affect material well-being. 
It includes the ability to discern 
financial choices, discuss money 
and financial issues without (or 
despite) discomfort, plan for the 
future, and respond competently 
to life events that affect everyday 
financial decisions, including events 
in the general economy.” (Vitt 
definition, 2000, cited in Clereq & 
Venter, 2009)
• “The ability of consumers to make 
financial decisions in their own best 
interests in both the short and long-
term”. (Mandell & Klein, 2009: 284)
• “…the ability and confidence to 
manage personal finances through 
appropriate, short-term decision-
making and sound, long-range 
financial planning, while mindful of 
life events and changing economic 
conditions.” (Remund, 2010: 284)
In all of the above definitions, it 
is evident that ‘ability’ is important 
and “speaks to knowledge, skills 
and life changes” (Remund, 2010: 
285). However, the definitions fall 
short on points that detail the ability, 
knowledge and skills that one needs to 
be considered financially literate.
In attempting to provide this detail, 
Mason & Wilson (2000) in their study 
refer to financial literacy as a meaning-
making process enabling individuals 
to achieve a desired outcome. The 
process is depicted in figure 1.1.
Figure 1.1 proposes that 
individuals use a combination of 
skills and technologies, resources 
and contextual knowledge to make 
sense of information in order to be 
sufficiently informed to make decisions 
with an awareness of the financial 
consequences. In this model, similar to 
the definitions listed, Mason & Wilson 
(2000) did not identify exactly which 
skills and knowledge are required in 
order to become financially literate.
Figure 1.1: Financial Literacy viewed as a meaning-making process
Source: Mason & Wilson, 2000
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Clereq & Venter (2009) identified 
three categories of skills: financial 
knowledge and understanding; 
financial skills and competence; and 
financial responsibility. Taylor & 
Wagland (2013), in addition to the 
three categories identified by Clereq & 
Venter (2009), identified the following 
skills and knowledge as a consideration 
for being financially literate:
• mathematical literacy and standard 
literacy - the ability to read for 
knowledge and write coherently 
and think critically about the written 
word;
• financial understanding - an 
understanding of what money is 
and how it is exchanged, where it 
comes from and goes;
• financial competence - 
understanding of basic financial 
services, financial records (and 
importance of reading and keeping 
them), attitudes to spending and 
saving, and an awareness of the 
risks associated with some financial 
products and the relationship 
between risk and return; 
• financial responsibility - the ability 
to make appropriate personal life 
choices about financial issues, 
understanding consumer rights and 
responsibilities; and the ability and 
confidence to access assistance 
when things go wrong.
Using the skills and knowledge 
identified as constituting financial 
literacy, the current researcher has 
attempted to amend Mason & Wilson’s 
model (Figure 1.1) to view financial 
literacy as a theoretical and practical/
active process. The amendment 
is based on the financial literacy 
definitions falling short in detailing the 
ability, knowledge and skill for one to 
be considered financially literate. The 
updated model is depicted in Figure 
1.2.
Figure 1.2 aims to propose that 
an individual, having obtained the 
financial knowledge space and 
understanding through various 
resources/initiatives/programmes/
technologies (e.g. university degree), 
would use the financial skills and 
competence developed during the 
process to make sense of information. 
The sense-making process would 
then result in attaining contextual 
knowledge to make decisions most 
advantageous to one’s economic well-
being (desired outcome). 
On the basis of the updated model 
and for the purposes of the research 
report, financial literacy is defined as:
An active process that empowers 
an individual to obtain financial 
information and an understanding 
thereof through various resources and 
using the financial skills and competence 
developed to evaluate information to 
make decisions most advantageous to 
personal economic well-being.
The study
A limited scope dissertation 
Master’s study conducted at a South 
African university examined whether 
there existed a significant difference 
in the average personal financial 
literacy scores between the academic 
year groups of students studying to 
become Chartered Accountants.  The 
final number of respondents was 652 
spread across the three consecutive 
undergraduate year groups. The sample 
consisted of 297 (47%) first-years, 243 
Figure 1.2: Financial Literacy viewed as a theoretical and practical/active process
Source: Current researcher 
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(38%) second-years, 94 (15%) third-
years and 18 respondents preferred 
not to disclose their academic year.
A US instrument, the 2008 
Jump$tart survey, was used to collect 
data and measure the mean personal 
financial literacy score for each 
academic year group in order to 
determine if the score increased as 
the students’ education progressed. 
The questionnaire was adapted for 
the South African context where 
applicable. The Statistical Package for 
the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used 
to perform the statistical analysis of 
the primary data obtained via the 
questionnaire.
The study used a cross-sectional 
method to collecting data from the 
students. Conducting the test of 
financial literacy on a control group 
at another university, or even at all 
the universities in South Africa would 
have been ideal. However, due to 
the nature of the requirements for a 
Master’s in Accountancy which only 
requires a limited scope dissertation, 
and constraints on time, the test had to 
be limited to the three undergraduate 
year groups registered in 2015.
Findings
Figure 1.3 provides the mean 
personal financial literacy score 
obtained by the respondents per 
academic year of study with a trend 
line for the mean score for the total 
sample. The 2008 Jump$tart survey 
used a 60% score as the passing 
grade in the financial literacy survey 
on college students (Mandell, 2008). 
Since the 2008 Jump$tart survey forms 
the basis to measure personal financial 
literacy in the current research report, 
this score was used as a benchmark for 
each respondent analysed. Therefore, 
the respondents who achieved a score 
less than this benchmark (60%) could 
be considered to be less financially 
literate than the average sample and 
the respondents who achieved a 
score greater than the benchmark 
(60%) could be considered to be more 
financially literate than the average 
sample.
It is encouraging that the average 
score obtained by all the respondents 
of 61.7%, is more than the 60% passing 
grade used by Jump$tart survey to be 
considered financially literate and not 
significantly different from the average 
score of 62.2% obtained by the college 
students in the same survey. Out of 
a 652 sample size, a total of 414 or 
63.5% of the respondents passed the 
test of financial literacy with a score 
of 60.87% and above. Therefore, 
414 respondents are considered to 
be financially literate. It is however 
a concern that 238 or 36.5% of the 
respondents are considered to be 
less financially literate with a score of 
56.52% and below.
Observing the mean score for 
each academic year group (Figure 
1.3) one may conclude that the score 
is increasing per academic year. 
Descriptive statistics indicated the 
following mean scores for the test 
of financial literacy: first-year group 
59.7%; second-year group 64.0%; 
third-year group 64.5%; and total 
respondents 61.7% (including those 
who did not indicate academic year). 
Except for the first-year group, the 
second-year group and the third-year 
group obtained scores above the 60% 
passing grade and therefore considered 
to be financially literate. 
When comparing the mean scores 
of more than two groups the matter of 
how significant the difference is has to 
be considered. To establish whether 
a statistically significant difference 
existed in the means of personal 
financial literacy scores of the different 
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Figure 1.3: Personal financial Literacy mean score of respondents per academic year group
Source: SPSS output
Table 1.1: ANOVA test
Source: SPSS output
 Sum of Squares df Mean 
Square
F Sig.
Between 
Groups
3066.900 2 1533.450 6.531 .002
Within 
Groups
148149.310 631 234.785   
Total 151216.211 633    
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academic year groups, the hypothesis 
stated was: 
H0: There exists no statistically 
significant difference in the means 
of personal financial literacy scores 
between the academic year groups.
H1: There exists a statistically 
significant difference in the means 
of personal financial literacy scores 
between the academic year groups.
The Levene’s test for equality of 
variances and the One-way Analysis 
of Variance (ANOVA) test was used 
to test the hypothesis. The Levene’s 
test provided a significance value 
(Sig.) of 0.125 which is greater than 
0.05 standard value of significance. 
This result meant that the assumption 
of equality has not been violated and 
the group variances can be treated as 
equal.
Per Table 1.1, the p-value (Sig.) of 
0.002 is less than the 0.05 significance 
level. The null hypothesis (H0) is 
rejected and it is concluded that some 
of the academic year group means are 
different. However it is unclear which 
pairs of groups differ. To correct for 
this multiple comparison, the Scheffe 
post-hoc test (Table 1.2) is perfomed to 
identify which group is different from 
which other group.
Table 1.2 indicates where the 
differences among the groups occur 
by providing the statistical significance 
(Sig.) between each pair of groups. 
The results presented with an asterisks 
point that the first-year group and 
second-year group are statistically 
significantly different from one 
another. As well, the first-year group 
and third-year group are statistically 
significantly different from one another. 
In order to determine the effect size 
for this result, information from Table 
1.1 ANOVA test and the following 
formula was used:
Eta =Sum of squares between 
groupsTotal sum of squares
= 3066.90151216.211
= 0.02
The resulting Eta squared value is 
0.02 which is considered to represent 
a small effect size. Only two percent 
(2%) of the variation in the personal 
financial literacy score is explained by 
academic year.
Summary of ANOVA results 
A one-way between-groups 
ANOVA was conducted to explore 
the impact of academic year on 
levels of financial literacy. There was 
a statistically siginificant difference at 
the p < .05 level in personal financial 
literacy scores for the three consecutive 
academic year groups: F (2, 631) = 6.5, 
p = .002. Despite reaching statistical 
significance, the actual difference in 
mean personal financial literacy scores 
between groups was quite small. The 
effect size, calculated using eta squared, 
was 0.02. Post-hoc comparison using 
the Scheffe test indicated that the 
mean score for first-year group (M = 
59.71, SD = 14.11) was significantly 
different from the second-year group 
(M = 63.96, SD = 16.47) and from 
the third-year group (M = 64.48, SD = 
15.91). The second-year group did not 
differ significantly from the third-year 
group. Two of the financial literacy 
means are significantly different, thus, 
the null hypothesis (H0) is rejected.
Conclusion
In line with the hypotheses tested, the 
findings indicated that the mean score 
for first-year group was significantly 
different from the second-year 
group and from the third-year group. 
However, the second-year group 
did not differ significantly from the 
third-year group. This suggests that the 
academic education programme for 
students studying to become Chartered 
Accountants does not seem to have 
had an impact on the financial literacy 
levels of third year students. 
An analysis of literature linked to 
the CA qualification indicated that 
the nature of accounting knowledge 
is context bound with every aspect of 
the accounting discipline grounded in 
the world of business (SAICA, 2014). 
The context that students are exposed 
to in terms of module content and 
assessment is that of business. One 
could conclude that the academic 
education programme for Chartered 
Accountants is successful, from a 
business context, in educating and 
training students to understand and use 
financial knowledge and information 
for decision-making related to planning, 
control and profit maximisation. 
This therefore indicates that the 
Competency Framework, through 
the BAcc degree, does develop the 
financial literacy of students studying 
to become Chartered Accountants. 
However, this development is mainly 
from an organisational perspective 
rather than from a personal perspective. 
Further the development appears to be 
reduced the higher the academic years.
Statistically, the findings indicate that 
only 2% of the variance in the personal 
financial literacy means of the different 
academic year groups was explained 
by academic year. This confirmed that 
academic year was a factor with a very 
small impact on the level of personal 
financial literacy. Further, with only 
63.5% of students being considered 
financially literate and achieving a 
score of 61.7% compared to the 
score of 62.2% obtained by all college 
students in the US 2008 Jump$tart 
survey it would appear that studying to 
become a Chartered Accountant is not 
a factor that has an influence on the 
level of personal financial literacy. 
Multiple 
Comparisons
Mean 
Difference 
(I-J)
Std. Error Sig.
Scheffe 1st year 2nd year -4.25186* 1.32541 .006
3rd year -4.76426* 1.81335 .032
2nd year 1st year 4.25186* 1.32541 .006
3rd year -.51240 1.86116 .963
3rd year 1st year 4.76426* 1.81335 .032
2nd year .51240 1.86116 .963
Table 1.2: Scheffe Post-hoc test - Multiple Comparison 
Source: SPSS output
